tory may have turned full circle but what more has happened on its journey? Perfume production is one of the ancient arts and the fragrance of perfume has been smelt throughout history. By the time of the destruction of Pompeii the story of perfume was well advanced. Hieroglyphs on the walls on ancient Egyptian tombs show that fragrance played a part in the lives of people as far back as the reign of King Menes, over 5 millennia ago.
The ingredients of these early perfumes were rare and costly but in time incense, aromatics and perfumed oil became freely available and their use became widespread. Egyptians were fastidious in their personal habits and took elaborate baths, which were the forerunners of the luxurious bathing establishments of the Greeks and Romans. They soaked their skin in perfumed oils for the pleasure of it, and to help protect their bodies from the drying effects of the sun.
Perfume was held in high esteem in Biblical times and there is frequent mention of fragrance in the Bible. In the New Testament, the three wise men carried gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh to the infant Jesus. Much earlier, Moses had been commanded by the Lord to 'take unto thee sweet spices, stacte and onycha and galbanum ... with pure frankincense ... And thou shalt make it a perfume.' Again in the forty-fifth psalm: 'All your robes are fragrant with myrrh and aloes, and cassia; ...'.
The function of perfume throughout most of history would seem to have been two-fold. On the one hand, it could mask unpleasant human odours, but also it could be chosen to accentuate the aphrodisiac features of such smells. In addition, it has a relationship with bathing not least in their connection to the sacred. Bathing, just as incense and perfume, makes humans more pleasing to the gods and is often incorporated into ritual. Perfume, either as an adjunct or an alternative to bathing, also makes people more pleasant to be near. As an example remember the Romans whose public baths are probably the best known from antiquity, with examples still extant today. For them bathing was universally accepted as a central event in daily life. In the Roman world it would hardly be an exaggeration to say that at the height of the empire, the baths embodied the ideal Roman way of urban life. Perfume was a part of the ritual and among their many rooms the baths might contain one, called the 'unctuarium', that had shelves with pots of unguents, jars of fragrant oils, and essence for the clients.
Perfume reached its peak in England in Tudor times and all public places were scented during Queen Elizabeth's rule, since she could not tolerate bad smells. She was also very particular about personal hygiene, and would have no-one or anything around her that smelt! It is said that she had a bath every few weeks, which by the standards of the day was very frequent.
A major use of perfume has always been to combat body odour and to mask the smells of communal living and also death. Although the Roman love of communal baths persisted into the period commonly called the mid-dle ages they fell out of favour with the roman catholic church. Saint Francis of Assisi (1182-1226) taught that dirtiness was a sign of holiness. Saint Catherine of Siena (1347-1380) publicly gave up washing for good, and Saint Agnes reputedly died without ever having washed. Communal baths were known as 'stews' and were a place where people could get a hot bath. Because the sexes often bathed together and were naked, stews got a bad name. Municipal statutes to regulate matters appeared in the 13th century, but such communal bathing continued up to Elizabethan times. They were finally finished off by the all too common and increasing incidence of the diseases, syphilis and gonorrhoea. It is said that these two venereal diseases alone were directly responsible for the stopping of communal baths, which unfortunately were the only convenient means of personal hygiene. At least for the city dweller, those who lived near open water had less of a problem.
That said, not that everybody bathed in the middle ages, many considered it foolhardy to take a bath, because it was believed that disease, plague for instance, was carried by odour. It was felt that if your own odour was strong enough, it would repel the plague. Around this same time, the house goat was a popular pet because its urine had such a strong odour. To supplement this insanitary selfhelp perfumes were used to raise the odour levels even higher.
Belief in the therapeutic value of perfumes has long been established. Hippocrates burned scented stakes to combat the plague of Athens, and Galen and Crito employed healing methods based almost entirely on the use of aromatic oils. The observation that body odour could indicate illness may unfortunately have led to the development of the erroneous belief that these odours were the cause of diseaseresulting in our misguided attempts to protect ourselves against plague and typhus by carrying posies, scented pouches and torches. Interesting that this long dismissed whimsy finds new life with the aromatherapy practitioners of today.
Another advocate of the curative powers of perfume was Avicenna, the 11th century Arabian alchemist and physician, who is said to have discovered the distillation process used in the manufacture of perfumes. He also used his sense of smell in the diagnosis of illnessby noting changes in the smell of patients' urine. He was following earlier tradition. Hippocrates, many centuries before, had recommended sniffing patients' body odour as an effective means of identifying their ailments. Hippocratic tradition emphasised the importance of airs and waters and climate. There were healthful 'airs' and there were pathogenic 'airs'. The miasma from swamps and foetid waters was well-known to be a cause of disease. Such lethal emanations, it was said, caused pestilence and fever. Common sense dictated the use of perfume to combat the danger.
The plague was not the only malady to be treated with fragrances. In the 17th, 18th and even into the 19th century, when the 'great' were still unwashed, perfumes were widely used as remedies for almost any physical or mental disorderincluding hysteria, amenorrhoea, melancholia, hypochondria, headaches and the common colddespite growing scepticism about their efficacy among some scientists. The German physician Paracelsus (aka Aureolus Theophrastus Bombastus von Hohenheim), regarded by many as the father of modern toxicology, had forthright views on the subject. He believed that the causes of disease were agents from outside the body, not an imbalance of the four humours. He believed diseases presented in recognisable patterns or syndromes. He was an iconoclast who attacked Galenic tradition.
Elizabethans, saving the monarch, had generally considered baths to be a luxury, or to be taken as a health measure, but not to be indulged in all that often. In the 17th century, people rarely bathed and clothes were rarely washed. Perfume was used in quantity. Times change and people change, in the past the odour of the unwashed was once accepted, and some thought desirable. To take one famous example from history: Napoleon found body odour sexy. His message to Empress Josephine after the Battle of Marengo in 1800 read, 'Home in three days -Don't wash'. They were though, both of them, great users of perfume. After Napoleon came to power, he spent heavily on perfume: he was said to order two quarts of violet cologne a week and 60 bottles of double extract of jasmine every month. Josephine preferred musk, and she used so much that 60 years after her death the scent still lingered in her boudoir.
Where are we now in our houses with hot and cold running water and bathtubs that no longer have to be baled out and soap a common household item. Bathing is de rigeur. Epidemic disease is caused by 'germs'. Perfume persists. With 5,000 years of history behind it it could hardly do otherwise.
